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(57) ABSTRACT 

A hidden storage for vehicles such as pickups, trucks, vans 
and utility/sports, utility and emergency vehicles Without 
altering the external appearance of the vehicle. The hidden 
storage is located adjacent one or both sides of the vehicle 
betWeen a rearrnost side door and the rear of the vehicle or 
in the vehicle bed. The hidden storage is accessible only via 
one or more hinged side panel sections of the vehicle, and 
access to the interior of the vehicle does not provide access 
to the hidden storage area. The hidden storage is provided by 
a storage box secured to the side of the vehicle and the 
interior of the storage box is only accessible through open 
ing of an associated hinged section of the side panel of the 
vehicle, Which can be locked shut. 
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HIDDEN STORAGE FOR VEHICLES 

RELATED APPLICATION 

[0001] This application is a Continuation-In-Part of US. 
application Ser. No. 08/910,516 ?led Aug. 2, 1997, Which is 
a Continuation-In-Part of US. application Ser. No. 08/685, 
678 ?led Jul. 24, 1996, noW abandoned, Which is a Con 
tinuation-In-Part of US. application Ser. No. 08/506,893 
?led Jul. 26, 1995, now US. Pat. No. 5,567,000 issued Oct. 
22, 1996. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention relates to storage systems for 
vehicles, particularly to hidden storage for vehicles having 
side panels, While maintaining the external appearance 
thereof, and more particularly to hidden storage for pickups, 
emergency vehicles, vans, utility and sports utility vehicles 
Without substantially altering the external appearance of the 
vehicle. 

[0003] Various types of storage/utility systems have been 
utiliZed in various types of vehicles, primarily pickups, 
trucks, and trailers for transporting and/or storing tools, 
materials, etc. These prior utility beds for pickup trucks are 
exempli?ed by U.S. Pat. No. 3,245,713, No. 3,727,971, No. 
4,685,695, and No. 5,615,922, all of Which have hinged 
sections exposed to vieW. Also US. Pat. No. 1,990,757 
teaches hinging a rear quarter panel to provide access to a 
compartment but does teach hoW the panel is hinged. In 
addition, recently issued Us. Design Pat. No. 385,224 
teaches a utility bed for a pickup Wherein the side panels 
have been Widened to cover the Wheel Wells to provide 
storage space and includes a compartment above the Wheel 
Well and compartments forWard and aft of the Wheel Well, 
With each compartment having an exposed latch mechanism. 
Recently a hidden storage/utility system has been developed 
Wherein the external appearance or contour of the vehicle 
has not been changed When compared to the same vehicle 
Without a storage system therein, and the carrying capacity 
has not been signi?cantly reduced. This hidden storage/ 
utility system for pickup and truck beds and trailers is 
described and claimed in above-referenced US. Pat. No. 
5,567,000. Also, above-referenced copending application 
Ser. No. 08/910,516 ?led Aug. 2, 1997 entitled Hidden 
Storage For Vehicles describes and claims hidden storage 
systems for vans, utility and sports utility vehicles as Well as 
modi?cations of the hidden storage arrangement of Us. Pat. 
No. 5,567,000. Fabrication of the hidden storage system 
may be carried out, for example, as described and claimed 
in copending application Ser. No. 08/936,471, ?led Sep. 22, 
1997, Which is an FWC of above-referenced application Ser. 
No. 08/685,678. 

[0004] The hidden storage system of US. Pat. No. 5,567, 
000, for example, basically involved providing storage adja 
cent the Wheel Well area along part or the entire length of the 
bed, and providing, for example, the fender/side panel of the 
bed With a hinge and lock/latch arrangement, Whereby the 
fender/side panel can be raised to expose the storage area, or 
closed and latched to conceal the storage area. In the closed 
position the external appearance is substantially the same as 
an identical vehicle Without the hidden storage capability. 
Thus, by use of the hidden storage system, the vehicle can 
be parked in areas Where theft Would likely occur from 
conventional storage systems. 
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[0005] Like pickups, trucks and trailers, there is small to 
no hidden storage in emergency vehicles, vans, utility 
vehicles, and sports utility vehicles. Any hidden storage in 
such vehicles is in the interior thereof and access to the 
interior provides access to the hidden storage areas. Thus, 
theft from such vehicles is carried out by merely obtaining 
access to the interior thereof. To prevent potential theft, 
valuables must be removed from the vehicle and/or expen 
sive alarm systems must be added. Thus, there has been a 
need for safe, readily accessible hidden storage in emer 
gency vehicles, vans and utility/sports vehicles. 

[0006] This need for hidden storage for such vehicles has 
been resolved by the present invention Which involves an 
extension of the hidden storage system of the above-refer 
enced patent and copending application Ser. No. 08/910,516 
by applying the principles of that hidden storage system to 
emergency vehicles, vans, utility vehicles and sports utility 
vehicles, Wherein side panel sections of the vehicle are 
hinged and provided With storage areas Which are accessible 
upon outWard movement (upWard, doWnWard or sideWise) 
of the hinged side panel sections. In addition to the interior 
of the emergency vehicle, van, utility and/or sports utility 
vehicles, Which provide storage but the storage is readily 
accessible to theft, the present invention provides hidden 
storage (a trunk) for such vehicles With minimum altering of 
the external appearance of the side panels of the vehicle, and 
Which is readily accessible to the oWner but not readily 
accessible to theft. The hidden storage system of this inven 
tion can be fabricated via a conversion method, a modular 
assembly method, or an assembly line method. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0007] It is the object of the invention to provide hidden 
storage for vehicles Without noticeable alteration of the 
external appearance of the vehicles. 

[0008] A further object of the invention is to provide 
hidden storage for pickups, emergency vehicles, vans, utility 
vehicles and sports utility vehicles. 

[0009] A further object of the invention is to provide 
hidden storage for vehicles utiliZing hinged and latched 
sections of the fender/side panels of the vehicles. 

[0010] Another object of the invention is to provide a van, 
utility vehicle, sports utility vehicle or emergency vehicle 
With safe, readily accessible hidden storage that is not 
accessible by mere access to the interior of the van or 
emergency/utility/sports vehicle. 

[0011] Another object of the invention is to provide a 
vehicle With a hidden storage area along at least one side of 
the vehicle, that is accessible only by outWard movement of 
at least one hinged section of a side panel or fender/side 
panel of the vehicle, Without altering the normal external 
appearance of the vehicle. 

[0012] Another object of the invention is to provide hid 
den storage for a truck, van, emergency, utility or sports 
utility vehicle Which may, for example, extend along the 
entire length or along a partial length of the vehicle from a 
door to the rear of the vehicle, and Which is accessible only 
via one or more hinged and latched sections of the side panel 
or fender/side panel of the vehicle; With only minor modi 
?cation of the external appearance of the vehicle. 
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[0013] Other objects and advantages of the present inven 
tion Will become apparent from the following description 
and accompanying draWings. Basically, the invention 
involves providing hidden storage for vehicles, particularly 
for trucks, vans, emergency, utility and sports utility 
vehicles, With only minor alteration of the normal external 
appearance of the vehicle. The minor alteration of the 
normal external appearance involves only thin vertical and/ 
or horiZontal lines in the side panels or fender/side panels 
Which de?ne the edge or edges of the hinged side panel 
sections, the hinges for the side panel sections being hidden 
With a latch/lock arrangement being hidden and accessible 
from the rear interior, for example, of the vehicle or by 
electrical control from a key or keyless control in the 
vehicle, Whereby the lock of the latch/lock arrangement may 
be located anyWhere on or in the vehicle. Due to the Width 
of a normal vehicle side panel or fender/side panel, Which 
consists of an outer and an inner panel, removal of the inner 
panel, hinging of the outer panel, and positioning of a 
narroW storage box having its only opening adjacent the 
removed inner panel provides adequate storage space for 
long items such as snoW or Water skis, ski poles, surf board, 
ri?es, etc., as Well as for storage of emergency type supplies, 
etc., as Well as for camping/sports equipment or for mate 
rials or tools utiliZed in various trades. The narroW storage 
box, Which may be as Wide as the Wheel Wells of the vehicle, 
or narroWer, results in only a small loss of interior space 
along the interior of one or both sides of the vehicle. By Way 
of example, using a conventional van having only a driver 
door on the left side of the van, the hidden storage could 
extend from adjacent the driver’s door to the rear of the van, 
the storage box being con?gured, for example, to conform to 
the ?oor and any Wheel Well area of the van, or can be 
located above the Wheel Well, if desired. With the storage 
box Welded or otherWise secured to the side of the van, the 
only access to the interior of the storage box is via one or 
more hinged portions of the outer panel section of the side 
panel or fender/side panel, depending on the external con 
?guration of the vehicle. By use of hidden hinges and hidden 
latch mechanisms Which are commercially available and 
capable of Withstanding 1,500 pounds pry pressure and 
controlled by conventionally available lock systems, the 
only changes in the exterior appearance of the side panel of 
the vehicle are the narroW lines along the vertical and/or 
horiZontal edges of the hinged side panel section or sections. 
The hinged side panel sections are provided on the interior 
surfaces With suf?cient support members and With insula 
tion/sound absorbing materials. The opening or openings in 
the side panels are provided With seals similar to car trunk 
lid seals, such that When the hinged side panel sections are 
closed, Water/dust cannot enter the hidden storage area. 
Recently, anti-frost seals have been developed for vehicles 
operating in extremely cold climates, as exempli?ed by 
copending US. application Ser. No. 09/(SC-3), 
?led , 1998, and entitled “Vehicle Compartment 
Seals”. 

[0014] The hidden storage arrangement provided by this 
invention enables numerous types of vehicles to be built or 
modi?ed to include one or more hidden storage compart 
ments Which are accessible only via one or more hinged side 
panel sections of the vehicle, and With the hinged side 
panel(s) closed, the storage compartments are not easily 
identi?ed because of the minor modi?cation in the exterior 
surface of the vehicle and have no exposed lock/latch 
mechanisms. The hidden storage can be incorporated into a 
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vehicle by conventional assembly line techniques, modular 
fabrication and assembly, or conversion or retro?tting an 
existing vehicle. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0015] The accompanying draWings, Which are incorpo 
rated into and form a part of the disclosure, illustrate 
embodiments of the invention and, together With the 
description, serve to explain the principles of the invention. 

[0016] FIGS. 1 and 2 illustrate a side vieW and plan vieW 
of a bed of a hidden storage system of a pickup truck 
generally similar to that described and illustrated in above 
referenced US. Pat. No. 5,567,000. 

[0017] FIGS. 3 and 4 are rear vieWs of vehicles, such as 
shoWn in FIGS. 6 and 7, With a hidden storage system on 
each side, and With strut assemblies to hold the hinged side 
panel sections in a raised or open position. 

[0018] FIG. 5 is a perspective vieW of a hidden storage 
system in a van in accordance With the present invention. 

[0019] FIG. 6 is a side vieW of a four-door utility vehicle 
With a hidden storage system in accordance With the present 
invention. 

[0020] FIG. 7 is a side vieW of a tWo-door sports utility 
vehicle With a hidden storage system incorporated therein 
according to the present invention. 

[0021] FIG. 8 is a side vieW of a pickup bed having three 
hinged side panel sections, With one hinged section includ 
ing the tail light assembly. 

[0022] FIGS. 9-12 schematically illustrate various modi 
?cations of side panel and storage box arrangements of the 
hidden storage system of FIGS. 1-2, 5-8 and 24-26. 

[0023] FIGS. 13 and 14 schematically illustrate mechani 
cal and electrical latch/lock arrangements for the hinged side 
panels. 

[0024] FIGS. 15 and 16 illustrate embodiments of struts 
for the hinged side panels With FIG. 15 having an insulated 
liner, While FIG. 18 includes a heater unit. 

[0025] FIG. 17 schematically illustrates a shelving/stor 
age arrangement for the storage box of the vehicles of FIGS. 
1-2, 5-8 and 24/26. 

[0026] FIG. 18 illustrates an adjustable and/or slideable 
shelving arrangement for the storage box of the vehicle. 

[0027] FIG. 19 illustrates an embodiment of a drain/air 
relief valve assembly for the storage box of the hidden 
storage system. 

[0028] FIG. 20 is a top vieW of a pickup bed illustrating 
by phantom lines a collapsible beam support assembly 
located beneath the bed. 

[0029] FIG. 21 is an exploded vieW of the pickup bed of 
FIG. 20 illustrating openings in the side panels of the bed 
into Which the collapsible beams of the support assembly 
extend, and in Which a hidden storage system is mounted. 

[0030] FIG. 22 is a cross-sectional vieW of a embodiment 
of an electrically heated seal assembly adapted to be 
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mounted adjacent the periphery of each hinged side panel 
section of the hidden storage system such as illustrated in 
any of FIGS. 1-8 and 24-27. 

[0031] FIG. 23 schematically illustrates a heated seal 
assembly, such as illustrated in FIG. 22, connected to a 
control/poWer source therefor. 

[0032] FIG. 24 illustrates a side vieW of an emergency 
vehicle With a hidden storage system mounted therein and 
above the Wheel Well. 

[0033] FIG. 25 illustrates a side vieW of a commercial or 
large van With a hidden storage system mounted therein and 
With the hinged side panel located above the Wheel Well and 
extending from the driver’s side door to the rear end and 
including the tail light assembly. 

[0034] FIG. 26 illustrates a side vieW of a vehicle similar 
to the FIG. 5 embodiment, but Wherein the loWer edge of the 
hinged side panel section is located above a decorative strip 
Which extends along the loWer edge of the side panel and 
Wheel Well. 

[0035] FIG. 27 is a side vieW of a pickup bed hidden 
storage system Wherein the hinged side panel includes the 
tail light assembly and Wherein covered bins are located 
forWard and rearWard of the Wheel Well. 

[0036] FIG. 28 illustrates another embodiment of a heated 
seal using a re?ective member adjacent a heating element. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0037] The present invention is directed to hidden storage 
for vehicles, such as pickups, trucks, vans and emergency/ 
utility/sports utility vehicles, Without substantially altering 
the external appearance of the vehicle. The hidden storage 
for vehicles as provided by the present intention basically 
involves providing the vehicle With one or more storage 
boxes located adjacent one or more side panels or fender/ 
side panels of the vehicle, hinging at least one section of the 
one or more side panels or fender/side panels, Whereby the 
hinged section can be opened to expose the interior of the 
storage box, and providing latch/lock mechanisms for the 
hinged side panel sections. The only alterations of the 
external appearance of the vehicle, With the exception of 
FIG. 8, are the narroW vertical and/or horiZontal cuts 
de?ning the edges of the hinged side panel section or 
sections, the hinges and latch mechanisms being hidden 
from an external vieW of the vehicle except for an optional 
key slot. 

[0038] Vans, both passenger and commercial, as Well as 
emergency vehicles, utility vehicles and sports utility 
vehicles, are Widely utiliZed in various ?elds of Work, play 
and vacations. A common problem, as pointed out above, 
With vans and emergency/utility/sports utility vehicles is a 
lack of hidden storage space (no trunks). Once access to the 
interior of such a vehicle is made, one also has access to any 
hidden storage areas therein. 

[0039] In recent years utility vehicles, such as the Subur 
ban made by General Motors Corporation, sports utility 
vehicles such as the Bronco or Explorer made by Ford Motor 
Company and vans (both mini and full siZe) such as the 
Caravan made by Chrysler Corporation, have been popular 
vehicles for both Work and personal use. Also, emergency 
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vehicles, both of the van type and the truck type (cab and 
bed) regardless of siZe, have no hidden (trunk type) storage, 
and access to the interior thereof enables one to any medical 
supplies or equipment, drugs, etc. Which may need to be 
carried in emergency vehicles. Hereafter the term vehicle is 
intended to include all such vehicles, and the term side panel 
includes all contoured or straight non-contoured sides of 
such vehicles With or Without fender sections. Many of these 
vehicles are equipped With four Wheel drive and thus are 
Widely used for camping, ski outings and emergency appli 
cations. HoWever, a draWback of these vehicles is a lack of 
storage space, particularly, for example, When families of 
four to six people travel. As a result on ski outings, for 
example, the skis, ski poles, etc. are mounted on the top of 
the vehicle and are thus exposed to the environment and 
theft. If, for example, skis, etc. are to remain With the vehicle 
overnight, safety and security requires that the skis, etc. be 
removed from the top of the vehicle and placed inside the 
vehicle. Many emergency type vehicles need to carry equip 
ment Which takes up considerable interior space as Well as 
medical supplies, etc. Which are accessible to theft. Mere 
breakage of a WindoW in a vehicle, for example, enables 
access to the interior thereof and theft of the skis, other 
equipment, etc. in the vehicle. 

[0040] By incorporation of the present invention into such 
vehicles, skis, ski poles, etc., or Water skis, surf boards, 
emergency equipment supplies, etc., for example, may be 
safely stored in the vehicle, and thus one gaining access to 
the interior of the vehicle does not have access to the storage 
area. Access to the storage area is only through a hinged/ 
locked side panel section of the vehicle. Most vehicles of the 
type considered herein have suf?cient length betWeen a door 
and the rear of the vehicle to enable incorporation of the 
hidden storage area Without adversely affecting the interior 
space of the vehicle. Also, by the elimination of exposed 
lock/latch mechanisms, the storage compartments are not 
readily recogniZed by those inclined toWard theft. While the 
addition of a key slot for the hinged side panel sections has 
been shoWn, such Would reduce the hidden advantages of the 
storage system, and increase the potential for theft there 
from. Thus, While the hidden storage/utility system of the 
above-referenced US. Pat. No. 5,567,000 provides a “truck 
With-a-trunk” for a vehicle bed, the present invention pro 
vides vans and emergency/utility/sports utility vehicles With 
a trunk, a hidden storage area, With only minor alterations to 
the external appearance appearance thereof. Note that as 
shoWn in FIG. 2, the side panels 15 include a fender 28. The 
hidden storage also serves to provide means to remove and 
store unrestrained articles from inside the vehicle, thereby 
improving passenger safety. The hidden storage may be 
incorporated above the Wheel Well, or forWard of, rearWard 
of, and above the Wheel Well, or combinations thereof. 

[0041] The hidden storage system of the present invention 
may be fabricated from various materials including metals, 
?berglass, reinforced plastics, and combinations thereof, as 
these various materials are noW commonly utiliZed for 
various components in vehicle manufacturing. 

[0042] The hidden storage may be incorporated by various 
methods, such as by an assembly line method or a conver 
sion (retro?t) method similar to the techniques described and 
claimed in above-referenced copending application Ser. No. 
08/936,471. Also, the components for the hidden storage 
system may be fabricated and/or assembled using a modular 
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method similar to the technique described and claimed in 
copending US. application Ser. No. 08/896,388, ?led Jul. 
18, 1997, entitled “Hidden Storage/Utility System Modular 
Fabrication Method”. 

[0043] While the invention is illustrated and described 
hereinafter for a pickup, van, emergency or utility vehicle, it 
can be incorporated into most vehicles of the type described 
above, it being recognized that vehicles having tWo doors on 
each side rather than a single door leaves less length betWeen 
the rear door and the rear of the vehicle, and thus less space 
for hidden storage. Also, vehicles designed for the carrying 
of passengers, Which include WindoWs along the side, pro 
vide less space for incorporation of the hidden storage 
system than similar vehicles not designed for passenger use. 

[0044] In vieW of the extension of the hidden storage/ 
utility system of above-referenced US. Pat. No. 5,567,000 
to vans and emergency/utility/sports utility vehicles, again 
referred to hereinafter generically as vehicles. FIGS. 1 and 
2 illustrate side and plan vieW of the hidden storage system 
incorporated into a bed of a pickup truck. As seen in FIG. 
1, from a side vieW, the only alteration to the normal exterior 
side panel appearance is the single vertical line or cut 
indicating the rear edge of the hinged side panel, the front 
edge of the hinged side panel extending to the front of the 
bed. In later con?gurations, the tail light section is incorpo 
rated into the hinged side panel. The hinge for each side 
panel is located on an inner area of the side panel along the 
upper section thereof so as not to be exposed to one vieWing 
the bed from an external side position. Thus, one Would not 
readily recogniZe the modi?cation of the bed, and therefore 
those With intent to steal tools, etc. from the vehicle Would 
not recogniZe the hidden storage arrangement. 

[0045] Referring noW to the draWings, FIGS. 1 and 2 
illustrate a conventionally appearing pickup truck generally 
indicated at 10 having a cab 11, bed 12, frame or undercar 
riage 13 and includes hinged side panels 15, a tail light 
arrangement 16, a hinged tail gate 17 and Wheel Wells 18. 
HoWever, the bed 12 of FIGS. 1 and 2 has been modi?ed 
in accordance With the present invention, With the only 
indication of such modi?cation being the cut, small space, or 
lines 19 in the side panels 15 beloW tail light 16, as shoWn 
in FIG. 1, With the side panel being closed. Note that in this 
embodiment the hinged side panels 15 terminate adjacent 
sections of the side panel secured to the frame or undercar 
riage 13 as indicated by the lines 20 and 21, and the front 
edges of the hinged bed side panels are indicated at 22, 
Where the side panels 15 contact a front panel or bulkhead 
23 of the bed 12. 

[0046] As seen in FIG. 2, the hidden storage area is 
provided by storage or structure boxes 24 and 25 mounted 
Within the bed 12 and forWard, rearWard and over the Wheel 
Wells 18, the boxes 24 and 25 being constructed to cover the 
Wheel Wells 18, but not extend to the top or upper surface 26 
of bed 12 so as not to be seen from an external vieW, and 
terminate in spaced relation to tail gate 17. The top of the 
storage boxes extend along the bed at a height equal to line 
27 in FIG. 1. Side panels 15 include a fender section 28. A 
lock mechanism is mounted in the rear of each of boxes 24 
and 25 and activates latch mechanisms Which include latch 
members located in spaced relation along the bed 12, and 
Which cooperate With corresponding latch members in side 
panel 15, as shoWn in FIGS. 13 and 14. As seen in FIG. 13, 
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the latch members are interconnected by a cable Which is 
connected to the lock mechanism, or are connected electri 
cally as shoWn in FIG. 14. 

[0047] FIGS. 3 and 4 illustrate rear vieWs of tWo different 
vehicles, such as the utility and sports utility vehicles 
described hereafter With respect to FIGS. 6 or 7, and 
illustrate hinged side panel sections on each side of the 
vehicle, since each of the vehicles of FIGS. 5-7 may be 
provided With a hidden storage system on each side thereof. 
As shoWn, the vehicles indicated at 30 and 40 include hinged 
side panel sections 31 and 41 adapted to close or open the 
interior of a storage box located on each side of the vehicle. 
The hinged side panel sections 31 and 41 are held in an open 
position by one or more strut assemblies 32 and 42 on each 
side of vehicle 30 and 40. The strut assemblies 32 and 42 
may be of the type described With respect to FIGS. 15 and 
16 and nay be insulated, heated or insulated and heated, 
depending on the environmental conditions of the location 
of the vehicle. 

[0048] FIG. 5 illustrates a van, such as a conventional 
three-door van, With a hidden storage system incorporated 
on the left or drivers side. While the van is illustrated as a 

passenger type, having WindoWs along the side, and gener 
ally having a third door on the opposite or passenger side 
and a rear door, the hidden storage system can be incorpo 
rated into commercial type vans of various types, Which may 
not include WindoWs on the sides and may include only tWo 
doors plus a rear door. The interior of the van incorporating 
the hidden storage includes a storage box Which extends 
along the interior side of the van adjacent the hinged side 
panel sections as in FIGS. 1-2 embodiment, the Width and 
height of the storage box being varied in accordance With 
various needs. 

[0049] As shoWn in FIG. 5, the van generally indicated at 
50, such as a Dodge Caravan, is either initially assembled or 
modi?ed (retro?tted) to include a storage box 51 and a 
hinged side panel section 52, With the storage box 51 and 
side panel section 52 being con?gured to extend over a rear 
Wheel Well 53 of van 50. The storage box 51 is provided With 
at least one shelf as shoWn at 54, Which may be of an 
adjustable type and/or slideable type. A seal assembly is 
utiliZed to seal out moisture and/or dust When the side panel 
section is closed, and the side panel section includes support 
members as in the embodiment of FIGS. 1-2. In FIG. 5, the 
storage box 51 and hinged side panel section 52 extend from 
a point behind the driver’s side door 55 to a point ahead of 
the rear 56 of van 50, and the side panel section 52 is hinged 
to raise upWardly. HoWever, as described and illustrated 
hereafter With respect to FIGS. 9-12, the hinged side panel 
section(s) and/or storage box(s) may be located along only 
portions of the vehicle’s side and/or may be split or hinged 
doWnWardly, sideWise, and/or upWardly. The hinges need 
not extend along the entire length of the hinged side panel 
section. Also, as illustrated With respect to the FIGS. 1-2 
embodiment, and described hereinafter and illustrated in 
greater detail With respect to the FIGS. 13-14 embodiments, 
the hinged side panel section of FIG. 5 is provided With a 
lock/latch mechanism of either a mechanical or electrical 
type. Also, as seen in FIGS. 3 and 4 and described here 
inafter in greater detail With respect to FIGS. 15-16, the 
hinged side panel section of FIG. 5 is provided With a strut 
assembly to retain the side panel section in open position. In 
addition, the shelving arrangements of FIGS. 17 and/or 18 
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may be utilized in the FIG. 5 embodiment. While not shown, 
an appropriate seal, such as illustrated in FIGS. 22-23 and 
28, may extend around the opening in the side panel, similar 
to a trunk seal, such seal assemblies described and claimed 
in copending application Ser. No. 09/(SC-3) ?led , 
1998 and entitled “Vehicle Compartment Seals”. 

[0050] FIG. 6 illustrates a four-door utility vehicle, such 
as a Chevy Suburban, With a hidden storage system incor 
porated betWeen the rear side door and the rear of the 
vehicle. The utility vehicle indicated at 60 includes a storage 
box 61 and a hinged side panel section 62, Which are 
constructed to extend over a Wheel Well 63 intermediate rear 
side door 64 and the rear end 65 of the vehicle, as described 
above. While no shelving is shoWn in FIG. 6, one or more 
shelves of different types, such as shoWn in FIGS. 17 and 
18, for example, may be installed in the interior of storage 
box 61. The hinged side panel sections may be in various 
con?gurations as described hereinafter With respect to FIGS. 
9-12. Also, as described above With respect to FIG. 5, 
lock/latch mechanisms and strut assemblies are incorporated 
to lock, release and retain the hinged side panel section 62. 
An appropriate moisture and dust seal is utiliZed about the 
edge of the hinged side panel section When closed, and the 
inner surface of the side panel section may be coated With 
insulation and/or sound absorbing materials. Also, appropri 
ate structural supports are ?xed to the inner surface of the 
hinged side panel section. 

[0051] FIG. 7 illustrates the hidden storage system incor 
porated into a tWo door sports utility vehicle, such as a Ford 
Explorer, Chevy BlaZer, etc. The vehicle indicated at 70 
includes a storage box 71 and a hinged side panel section 72 
Which extend over a Wheel Well 73 and are located inter 
mediate a passenger side door 74 and a rear end 75 of vehicle 
70. As in the embodiments of FIGS. 5 and 6, the storage box 
and/or hinged side panel section includes shelves, insula 
tion/sound materials, supports, a lock/latch mechanism, and 
strut assemblies. Also, as described above and in greater 
detail With respect to FIGS. 9-12 and 17-18, various con 
?gurations of the storage box and/or hinged side panel 
sections and shelving arrangements may be utiliZed. 

[0052] FIG. 8 illustrates an embodiment of a pickup bed 
similar to FIGS. 1 and 2, With a hidden storage system 
mounted in the side panels thereof, but With three hinged 
side panel sections, and Wherein the tail light assembly 
moves With the rearmost hinged side panel section. The bed 
indicated generally at 80 is mounted on a frame, not shoWn, 
connected to a cab 81, and includes Wheel Wells, only one 
shoWn, at 82. The storage system of FIG. 8, While not 
shoWn, includes a storage box as in FIGS. 1-2 and a 
lock/latch mechanism, as shoWn in FIGS. 13-14. The bed 80 
includes side panels generally indicated at 83 on each side, 
only one shoWn, and each or either of Which include three 
hinged sections 84, 85 and 86, With hinged section 84 
extending from the front edge of the side panel to an area 
above the Wheel Well 82 as indicated by vertical cut line 87, 
hinged section 85 being located above Wheel Well 82 and 
de?ned by cut line 87 and another vertical cut line 88, With 
hinged section 86 extending from cut line 88 to the rear end 
of bed 80 and including tail light assembly 89. Each of 
hinged sections 84 and 86 may be hinged horiZontally or 
vertically so as to open upWardly, doWnWardly, or sideWays, 
and may terminate along lines 84‘ and 85‘ or extend to the 
bottom of side panel sections 83‘ and 83“. Hinged section 85 
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is hinged horiZontally and thus can be either raised or 
loWered. If section 85 is hinged at a loWer end, it can be 
designed on the inner surface thereof to provide a Work 
bench, and if hinged at the upper end, one or more slideable 
compartments or shelves, as described hereinafter With 
respect to FIGS. 17 and 18 may be mounted behind the 
hinged section 85 of the side panel, or if desired, can be 
hinged to open doWnWardly With slideable shelves or com 
partments located therebehind. Also, if desired, the three 
hinged side panel section arrangement of FIG. 8 can be 
modi?ed as described hereinafter With respect to FIGS. 
9-12. While not shoWn, the storage box on each side of bed 
80 may have a height equal to the height of the side panels 
83, or may have a height less than the height of the side 
panels, as in the embodiment of FIGS. 1-2. Hinged sections 
84, 85 and 86 may be optionally provided With a ?ush type 
handle latch or handle 90 and a key lock 91, but unexposed 
latch and lock means as shoWn in FIGS. 13 and 14 are 
preferred. 
[0053] The vehicle, such as illustrated in FIGS. 1-7, 26 
and 27, as Well as the larger type vans and truck type 
emergency vehicles as illustrated in FIGS. 24 and 25 may 
include a plurality of hinged side panel sections Which may 
open upWardly, doWnWardly or sideWays, and one or more 
of hinged side panel sections may be constructed on the 
interior thereof to form a Work bench When opened. Various 
hinged panel section arrangements utiliZing the same storage 
box are schematically illustrated in FIGS. 9-12, and such can 
be utiliZed in any of the above-identi?ed types of vehicles 
regardless of the siZe or type of body or bed. While not 
illustrated, the hinged side panels have the same external 
contour as that of a similar vehicle Without the hidden 
storage system. In other Words, the hinged side panel 
sections or hinged fender/side panel sections have a contour 
corresponding to the remainder of the vehicle’s side panels 
or fender/side panels. Thus, the only external differences of 
the FIGS. 9-12 embodiments are the vertical and/or hori 
Zontal cut lines Which de?ne the edges of the hinged side 
panel sections. While not shoWn, the side panel sections may 
be hinged to open sideWays. The hinges and lock/latch 
mechanisms, as pointed out above, are hidden from an 
external vieW of the side of the vehicle, With the exception 
of FIG. 8. 

[0054] FIGS. 9-12 schematically illustrate modi?cations 
of the fender/side panels of the hidden storage system 
illustrated in FIGS. 1-8 and the vehicles of FIGS. 24-26, 
Wherein there is no fender and/or the storage system is 
located above the fender (Wheel Well). It is to be understood 
that in actual practice the embodiments of FIGS. 9-12 Would 
be con?gured as described above to match the external 
contour of the side panels or fender/side panels, and the 
storage boxes Would be positioned Within the vehicle or bed, 
as described above. Also, it is to be understood that a storage 
box could extend only along a section of the side panel 
Which is hinged, and not the entire length of the side panel. 
In each of FIGS. 9-12, the storage box and Wheel Well are 
given the same reference numbers. 

[0055] FIG. 9 illustrates a split side panel arrangement 
generally indicated at 100 Wherein a pair of longitudinal 
extending panel sections forming an upper panel section 101 
and a loWer panel section 102 are hinged to a storage box 
103 formed over a Wheel Well 104 as indicated along 
horiZontal lines 105 and 106, With the loWer panel section 
















